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ABSTRACT 
  
 
This paper describes a solution-focused approach in telephone counselling that can be 
used in conjunction with traditional telephone counselling approaches which focus on 
listening, reflecting feelings and contents. The solution focused approach may assist in 
educating and empowering clients by getting clients to do what they are already doing 
that is working, reconnect them to their resources, and encourage them to do something 
differently. This approach can increase the collaboration between the counsellor and 
client during a telephone counselling session. 
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Introduction  
 
Telephone Counselling 
 
With the emergence of the Samaritans in the 1950s as a suicide prevention line, telephone 
counselling services have expanded to assist individuals with a wide range of personal 
difficulties such as addiction, domestic violence and crisis help. Counselling via the 
telephone has a number of important benefits. Callers can receive service provision, such 
as information, referral and crisis counselling services from the comfort of their own 
home, from work or from any place they have access to a telephone. With telephone 
counselling, callers have the power to terminate the session if they wish to do so as it is 
much easier to simply hang up on a telephone conversation than it is to walk out of a 
counsellor’s office (Conman, Burrows, & Evans, 2001). The caller’s anonymity in 
making that telephone call is another important feature of telephone counselling. This 
encourages the client to talk freely on the telephone. 
 
Current Telephone Counselling model 
There is limited research literature available regarding the effectiveness of counselling 
techniques using the telephone.  Salvo Careline, the organisation that forms the 
background of this study, utilises a problem-solving humanistic approach in counselling. 
We apply the following model (Taylor, n.d.) during telephone counselling: 
 
• “Achieve” a relationship by attending, paraphrasing, reflecting feeling and 
content. Establishing a trusting relationship and maintaining open communication. 
• “Boil” down the problem to discover solutions by clarifying what issue the caller 
would like to focus on. This involves interpretation, confrontation and exploring 
the problem. 
• “Challenge” the client to action by exploring what options are available to the 
client, what would be the first step towards a decision. This process involves 
assisting the caller with goal-setting by encouraging him or her to think of 
alternative ways of behaving.  
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In view of clarifying the problems and exploring options, the following model adapted 
from Cox (1999) is commonly used in the telephone counselling setting. This is an 
expanded problem solving model comparable with Salvo Care Line’s model. 
  
1. Define the problem and ascertain that the client wants to work on it 
2. Separate the problems 
3. Taking the priority problem the client selected, determine what actions, if any, he or 
she has already tried 
4. Redefine the problem by summarizing and restating what has been discussed so far 
5. Engage the client in brainstorming 
6. Determine with the client whether the selected option is within his or her control 
7. Determine with the client the possible consequences of the selected option 
8. Process each of the remaining solutions through Step 6 and 7 
9. Assist the client in dividing the operations required to activate the proposed solution 
into small steps 
10. Determine with the client the appropriate time to begin the action 
11. Determine with the client how he or she will know the selected options are working 
12. Summarise what has occurred so far. 
 
An Example of Clarifying the Problem and Exploring Options: 
 
Caller: I’m exhausted. I work full time from Monday to Friday, pick my children up from 
day care, cook dinner, bath and put my children to bed, clean up the kitchen and get my 
clothes ready for work the next day.  And I don’t get help from my husband. Matt just sits 
in front of the TV all the time. Says he’s tired!  
 
Counsellor: You’re exhausted and your husband doesn’t help you with the work. 
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Caller: I don’t know how long I can keep up with this. I’ve only been working six 
months, but with the children, we need the money. Matt did try to help when I first went 
to work but he didn’t do a very good job in the kitchen.  
 
Counsellor: You don’t know how much longer you can survive this pace, but you need 
the money. 
 
Caller: You know, I seem to be going around in circles. It feels good to be able to tell you 
my situation. I’m beginning to see that anybody would feel stressed out in my situation. 
 
Counsellor: You’re saying being stressed out is normal in your situation.   
 
Caller: Yes. I mean even a super woman wouldn’t be able to do what I’m trying to do and 
do it well. I’m angry with Matt for not helping out. I want my situation to change. 
 
Counsellor: Would you like us to work together on some possible solutions you might 
pursue to change your situation? 
 
Caller: I sure would. I’m willing to do almost anything to improve things especially my 
marriage 
 
Counsellor: Let’s do a bit of brainstorming together. What can you think of that you 
might do to improve your relationship with Matt? 
 
Caller: I wished we could communicate better. I’ve tried telling him what’s going on in 
me. I always feel stressed and disorganised – and this affects everybody. I’ve also 
thought about seeking a professional therapist with our relationship problems, but we 
can’t afford it. 
 
Counsellor: What else can you think of that you could do to improve communications? 
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Caller: Maybe take a short vacation, without the kids. 
 
Counsellor: Ok. Sounds like a good idea. How do you think Matt will feel about this? 
 
Caller: I believe he will agree to it. He’s complained that we never do anything.  
 
Counsellor: Would it be possible for the both of you to take time off? 
 
Caller: Not sure, we both have busy schedule. Can’t take time off now, maybe in 3 
months time.  
 
The example above is a problem solving structure where the counsellor tries to obtain a 
more detailed understanding of the client’s problems. Once the problem is identified, the 
counsellor makes a determination of the nature of the client’s problem and its 
seriousness. The counsellor then tries to develop a list of goals and designs to reduce the 
negative consequences of the problem. With this model, the counsellor relies on the 
counsellor’s own knowledge base to participate in developing a plan.  
 
Solution Focused Therapy  
The solution building approach evolved from the work of Steve de Shazer, Insoo Kim 
Berg and their colleagues in the mid-1980s at the Brief Family Therapy Centre in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Solution focused therapy (SFT) is a constructive therapy where 
the counsellor attempts to shift the client’s conversation from problems into solutions. 
This allows the counsellor to utilise solution talk with clients and work to highlight 
abilities, strengths and resources. The main principle approach is that the counsellor does 
not need to know a lot about the problem in order to resolve it. (Bertolino & O’Hanlon, 
1999) 
 
The central strategy of SFT is to shift the client's conversation from problems into 
solutions. The counsellor can collaboratively work with the client by using their 
strengths, resources and past successes to move towards the client’s goals rather than 
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trying to solve their problem. The role of the counsellor is not to hypothesise about the 
nature of the client’s problem or solution but to facilitate the caller to generate their own 
solutions to the problems. According to Berg and De Jong (1999), clients experiencing 
crisis can shift their perception. They have found that most clients in crisis situations are 
able to stabilise and make progress as they participate in the solution-building process. 
Clients experiencing a crisis can improve their situation by focusing on what they want to 
see differently and drawing on their past successes and strengths. 
 
In recent years many practitioners have been exploring how solution-focused therapy can 
apply to different areas. McKenna & Jones (2004) carried out research on how solution 
focused support helped women through work-home conflict. Another study was 
conducted by Sherry, et al. (2002) on using solution focused approach to working with 
suicidal clients.  These studies suggest how highlighting coping skills and exploring the 
possibilities are able to help clients envision a positive future. These are the areas where 
SFT can make a contribution. 
 
The following is the same example of the telephone conversation using the SFT 
approach:   
 
Caller: You know, I seem to be going around in circles. It feels good to be able to tell you 
my situation. I’m beginning to see that anybody would feel stressed out in my situation. 
 
Counsellor: Supposed you are not as stressed out, what would be different? What would 
be the first sign that something’s different?  
 
Caller: Err; I don’t know I guess I would have the energy to wake up. I’ll most probably 
wake up smiling and look forward to go to work. 
 
Counsellor: And what will be different around the house? 
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Caller: Things are more organised. The kids are not screaming, because I don’t yell at 
them. Matt would help the kids to get dressed and prepare breakfast. I guess I won’t have 
to rush to get everything done 
 
Counsellor: Is that something that could happen?  
 
Caller: I think so. 
 
Counsellor: What makes you think so? 
 
Caller: Because I don’t get stress everyday, it only happens if one of us wakes up late. 
We can work things out if we take turns to get the kids ready.   
  
Counsellor: So you can do that tomorrow?  
 
Caller: I guess. 
 
In this scenario, the counsellor did not probe into the problem. The conversation was 
focused on what can be changed, where a small change can lead to larger changes and 
problems can be resolved quickly. The feedback from the caller suggests that she can do 
some additional thing to make the miracle type days more likely to occur. 
The following table (Axten, Guy & Lowe, 1999) presents a comparison of the problem 
and solution oriented approaches to counselling: 
 
PROBLEM ORIENTED SOLUTION ORIENTED 
• Asks what is wrong and why?
 
• Explores historical causes and 
present difficulties in order to find a 
remedy 
• Asks what the client wants to 
change and how? 
• Opens space for future possibilities 
through a focus on exceptions and 
resources 
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• Assumes client is deficient, 
resistant, misguided or naïve 
• Views counselling as treatment or 
remediation 
• Privileges counsellor’s voice and 
expertise 
• Utilises counsellor’s model and 
language 
• Considers good counselling to be 
hard work, painful and long
 
• Asks: How many sessions will be 
needed for this problem to be 
resolved? 
 
• Assumes client is competent, 
resilient and resourceful 
• Views counselling as conversation 
which opens new possibilities 
• Privileges client’s voice and 
expertise 
• Builds on client’s ideas and 
language 
• Considers good counselling to be 
time-effective, hope generating and 
often enjoyable 
• Asks: Have we achieved enough to 
end? 
 
  
The appeal of the solution oriented approach lies on the clients’ strengths and 
focusing on possibilities, unlike the tradition deficit-based assumptions. For that reason, 
we will discuss the integration of SFT into telephone counselling.  
 
Integration of SFT in telephone counselling 
Here is a diagram of the Salvo Careline’s SFT Model (Beel, 2005) that can be applied 
during telephone counselling. 
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In the remainder of this paper, we will discuss a number of solution-focused questions 
based on this model focusing on: 
 
1. Listening for strengths 
2. Curious / Not knowing 
3. Goals / Possibilities 
4. Exceptions 
5. Coping and using scaling questions 
 
Listening for strengths 
 
Counsellor: How did you pull back at the last moment [from splitting up with husband]? 
 
Caller: (thinks) Well, I thought of my kids. 
 
Counsellor: I see, what did you think about them? 
 
Goals / Possibilities 
What would you like instead of the problem? 
If the problem wasn’t happening, what would be 
happening? 
Exceptions 
What’s happening when the 
problem is less or not 
happening? 
Concretise 
How will you know when the problem is solved? 
How will you know you’ve achieved your goal? 
Action Step 
What next step do you feel ready to take? 
When will you be ready to take that step? 
What will you need in order to take that 
step? 
Channel the talk to the future 
What concerns you most? 
How is this a problem for you? 
Achieve relationship 
Partialise 
What would be a sign you are heading in 
the direction of your goal? 
What would be a manageable small step 
toward your goal? 
Offer Referral and Close 
Boil down the issues to discover solutions 
Challenge to Action 
Clarify Agenda 
What prompted this call today? 
In what way would you like this 
call to be helpful? 
 Persidangan Kaunseling Kebangsaan 2005  
 
10
 
Caller: I thought of how my kids would react if we both split up. They’d be thinking 
whose going to take care of them. I don’t want to put my kids into this confusion.  
  
Counsellor: Sounds like you really love your kids… and you are concerned if anything 
happens to them. 
 
Caller: Yeah. 
 
Counsellor: What has prevented you from giving up even though things have been so 
bad? 
  
Caller: I don’t usually give up easily and want the best for the family…. somehow Matt 
and I managed to work things out.  It’s unfair for the kids to grow up without their mom 
and dad. 
 
Counsellor: I can really see that. 
 
The shift to a strengths-based conversation starts with the counsellor thinking positively 
about the clients and their actions and beginning to reflect this back to them. Callers need 
to feel that their problems and difficulties are taken seriously, that their suffering is 
acknowledged and that they are not blamed for the problem. The counsellor 
communicates this empathic understanding, while also communicating a belief in the 
strengths of the caller and in the possibility that they can make things different.  
 
Curious / Not Knowing 
With telephone counselling, language is the only tool in working with people. Berg & De 
Jong (1999) found that one of the most useful language tools is one that begins with “You 
must have a good reason to….” The message behind this question is to treat the caller 
with dignity like he is a reasonable person with good ability to sort things out, therefore 
there must be some logical reason behind his behaviour and the counsellor is curious to 
find out about these logical reasons that the counsellor might not have thought of. The 
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following example is a caller with drinking problem and he’s in denial that he has a 
problem. 
 
Counsellor: Matt, we’ve been talking about your drinking problem for the last 30 minutes 
and it occurred to me that you must have some very good reasons for drinking 
excessively. 
 
Caller: Well, when I drink, I feel good and issues with my wife don’t worry me anymore. 
 
Counsellor: What if you didn’t have issues with your wife, would the situation change?  
 
Caller: Er… no I guess. I don’t have a good reason for drinking, just that I’ve got nothing 
else to do, just drinking for my own pleasure. 
   
Counsellor: What would you like to be doing then? 
This example demonstrates the counsellor’s interest and curiosity towards the caller that 
challenges him to rise and begin to become more thoughtful and to consider the questions 
in a reflective manner. 
 
Goals/Possibilities 
The aim of telephone counselling is to uncover with the callers the positive goals 
and intentions which underpin the caller’s problems and to explore with them how they 
can achieve these by other means. Consider the following example on telephone 
counselling on relationship issue: 
 
Counsellor: Things must have been really difficult for you, to consider leaving the 
relationship… you must really want things to be different in your life? 
 
Caller: Yeah, I want to end this relationship, I don’t want him to control and hurt me 
anymore. 
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Counsellor: I see…. You don’t want him to be in control anymore…. You want to be able 
to make your own decisions? 
 
Caller: Yeah. 
 
Counsellor: How are things for you when you are able to do what you want? 
 
Caller: Well, I wouldn’t wake up with this toxic person over me….. I’d wake up and feel 
like I can breathe. 
 
Counsellor: So when things are better, you wake up in the morning feeling free….maybe 
rather than this toxic person there would be….. 
 
Caller: Fresh air 
 
Counsellor: Ahh…. So you would like more fresh air in your life?  
 
Caller: Yes 
 
Counsellor: Tell me then, what would you be doing differently if you had more fresh air 
in your life?  
 
Caller: Hmmm… I guess I would be able to do a bit of traveling. It has been a while since 
I went for a vacation…  
 
Counsellor: What else? 
 
Client: Well, I guess I would not be feeling guilty leaving him, I would like to have the 
confidence to do so….  
 
Counsellor: What small step would be a sign of having a little confidence to do that? 
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The counsellor attempts to help the caller articulate clear, small positive goals, focusing 
on what the client wants rather than giving suggestions. 
 
Another future focused technique is the use of the miracle question. The question may 
require a leap of the client’s faith by imagining how their life will change when the 
problem is solved (Berg & De Jong, 1999). The miracle question works more effectively 
when it is followed up with lots of questions to generate as much concrete and 
meaningful detail as possible. The more richly described the goal is, the better. The 
following is an example of a miracle question: 
 
Counsellor: Supposed that tonight, while you were asleep, that was a miracle and this 
problem was solved. Only you don’t know that it is solved because you were asleep. 
What will you notice different the next morning that will tell you that there has been a 
miracle? 
 
Caller:  I guess I would wake up feeling fresh and look forward to the day 
 
Counsellor: What would your wife notice about you? 
 
Caller:  I’d be up early, take my shower first before she does, and maybe get breakfast 
ready.  
 
Counsellor: What else would your wife notice? 
 
Caller:  Maybe I’d talk a bit more in the morning. 
 
Counsellor: What would you talk about? 
 
Caller:  (thinks) Talk about plans for the coming weekend, us doing things together 
without the kids. 
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Counsellor: Would that be something possible? 
 
Caller: Yeah I guess. 
 
Counsellor: What would it take for you to make it happen? 
 
Caller: I think it’s for me to talk to her and telling her what I’d like to do and actually 
doing it. I think that would make her happy. 
 
Through the exploration of the client’s responses, a hypothetical solution can be 
constructed. According to Berg and De Jong (1999), clients may find this goal-
formulation question challenging and demanding. They have found that if clients are able 
to formulate answers, they tend to brighten up and become more helpful. By exploring 
the sense of life without the problem, the client may re-evaluate the possibilities of 
coming up with a solution. 
 
Exceptions 
This technique promotes the idea that clients need to be encouraged to identify 
exceptions in their lives. Using this technique, the client is guided to recall instances 
where the problem does not exist. When the counsellor listens to a client’s response to an 
exception question, the counsellor would be listening for what is different between the 
exceptions and problem times. (Berg & De Jong, 1999). Here is an example of finding 
exceptions. 
 
Counsellor: Can you think of a time in the past day (week, month or year) when you and 
your husband fought less or not at all?   
 
This deliberate de-emphasis of problems and exceptions can generate solutions. The 
counsellor may expose exceptions in life examples and using these instances as resources 
for constructive solutions 
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Counsellor: You were saying that the week days are the worst for you… that you feel 
stressed, and you feel like crying. … so presumably things are a little better for you 
during the weekend… how are things better then? 
 
Once an exception has been identified it should be explored in detail with follow-up 
questions such as “In what ways are things different for you then? What do other people 
notice? What else?” The more concrete and meaningful the detail to the client, the more 
likely it is to facilitate change. Here is another example of finding exceptions:  
 
Counsellor: When over the last few months has the drinking reduced, even a little bit?  
 
Caller: I don’t think it has reduced, well maybe last month. I’ve been really busy at work. 
It was really strange, but for a while after that I felt better….. but we had the long 
weekend last week and I started drinking by myself again. 
 
Counsellor: You felt better…. How do you explain that? 
 
Caller: I guess because I had to finish the work project, I didn’t want to let my team 
down. I think being busy helps a bit. 
 
Counsellor: So, being efficient at work and not letting your team mates down, that can 
make a real difference to you…. 
 
Caller: Yeah. 
 
This shift of focus from problems to exceptions can generate solutions. The counsellor 
may expose exceptions in life examples and using these instances as resources for 
constructive solutions. 
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Coping 
Coping questions attempt to draw client’s attention away from the fear, loneliness and 
misery of one’s life or event. In this situation, we refocus on what the clients are can do 
or currently doing to survive their pain (Berg & De Jong, 1999). Counsellors can use 
questions such as these. 
 
Counsellor: What have you done previously to deal with your depression? 
 
Caller: I don’t know. Talking about it helps 
 
Counsellor: What else? 
 
Caller: Sometimes I write my thoughts in my journal. It helps when I want to express my 
anger towards my husband and just think and write, it keeps me sane 
 
Counsellor: Really? Tell me more about how the diary helps. 
 
Caller: I have problems expressing my anger and when I write, I feel like I can get it out 
from my head. It helps me to calm down and reflect on what I can do in the future 
 
Using scaling questions 
Scaling question is a technique whereby clients are invited to put their observations and 
predictions from 1 to 10. Scaling questions allow the clients to define themselves by 
rating their perception of self-esteem, self-confidence, perceptions of hopefulness and 
evaluation of progress (Berg & De Jong, 1999). For example, “On a scale of 1 to 10, 
where 10 is being confident about yourself and 1 is you not feeling confident at all”. The 
client is asked to rate where they are now on the scale. This technique also allows the 
client to evaluate their progress of their counselling session, to gain feedback from the 
client if the session was helpful and whether or not they felt much better after the 
telephone conversation.  
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Counsellor: How hard are you willing to work on the problem which prompted you to 
make this call. Let’s say that 10 means that you are willing to do anything to quit 
drinking and 0 means that you are willing to do nothing – to continue drinking 
excessively. How hard, from 0 to 10 are you willing to work? 
 
Caller: I’d say 8 
 
Counsellor: 8, that’s pretty high on the scale. Where does all the willingness to work 
come from? 
 
Caller: I have to do this for me and my family. 
 
 
Effectiveness of SFT 
The following clients can benefit from telephone counselling and incorporating the SFT 
approach can build positive conversation such as these:   
 
• Clients who perceived their concern as constrained. A client that may be 
experiencing a period of particular stress at work, perhaps considering a career 
change or unsure whether the academic course of study engaged in is the right one 
for the client. The SFT techniques may give opportunities to offload, to throw out 
ideas and have them reflected back by coming out with possible solutions.  
• Callers who wish to sample counselling without commitment, thus making use of 
telephone counselling. With the SFT approach, the client is regarded as the expert 
and the counsellor uses the client’s strengths, resources and past successes, which 
leads to the construction of goals. 
• Callers who are well motivated and ready.  For example, middle-aged client finds 
himself divorced, unhappy at work and calls the counselling line for the first time. 
This client is not seeking major psychotherapy and does not need it. What this 
client wants is to think hard and feel deeply, using the telephone conversation to 
talk about the point he has reached in his life and where he goes from there. The 
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sort of client is motivated from within and is ready to make his own changes. The 
miracle question may assist him to formulate goals. 
 
Using the above approach, the miracle question is able to move the conversation by 
exploring the client’s perception of what will be different when either the miracle 
happens or the problem is solved. When a client is unable to find any solution to his or 
her problem, this question is likely to explore the sense of life without the problem. The 
question itself, can now serve the client as a yardstick for setting goals and tasks.  
 
The exception question can lead the client to report exceptions and improvements in his 
or her problems and to describe what they have done previously to achieve the change. 
This empowers the client by asking them what they have done have worked before and 
getting the clients to come out with possible solutions.   
 
For SFT to be effective, counsellor should make a few assumptions when working with 
clients. (George et al., 2003): 
  
• Attempting to understand the cause of the problem is not necessarily useful in 
working towards a solution 
• Successful counselling depends on knowing where the client wants to get to;  
Problems can be resolved quickly 
• There are always problem free times or exceptions to problems and this 
involves helping the client do more of what already works 
• Clients tend to be motivated towards what is important for them and also what 
they believe they are capable of  
• Small change often leads to larger changes, sometimes only the smallest of 
changes is necessary to set in motion a solution to the problem 
• The counsellor needs to adapt to the client’s unique way of co-operating. The 
idea of “resistance” is not a helpful one, as this delays the development of co-
operation between the counsellor and the client.   
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Mearn & Thorne (1988) also found that being stuck in the counselling process can also 
originate in the person-centered counsellor.  For instance, just as the client can settle for 
partial success rather than risk going further, sometimes the counsellor behaves the same 
way. The counsellor may feel that he is simply helping the client to cope with his present 
difficulties without further disturbing his current life situation, so counselling proceeds 
with a lack of any kind of challenge which could move on. For that reason, the scaling 
question can be used to evaluate a client’s progress in his life and also helps to rate if the 
counselling process is going well. The scaling question is able to move the client from 
being stuck with a problem to taking action to solve it and also to measure the 
effectiveness of the counselling session. 
 
According to Brief Therapy Institute of Sydney, SFT has been used in a wide variety of 
problems and client populations, including depression, eating disorders, addiction 
problems and relationship difficulties (http://www.brieftherapysydney.com.au). The 
counsellor can help the clients to focus on the process of change by using the kind of 
questions presented here. 
 
 
Conclusion 
This paper outlined some of the principles of SFT and they can be applied to telephone 
counselling. Given, as yet, the lack of empirical evidence for SFT with this client group, 
it is not suggested that the model be used to replace the conventional telephone 
counselling model. However, there has been a growing interest in exploring more 
collaborative and strengths-based approaches to telephone counselling (Waddell, 1995). 
SFT has the potential to contribute to defining achievable goals and identifying client 
resources. However, counsellors must be aware that if the client’s needs and emotions are 
not adequately assessed, not only will the problem persist, but a resistance to a future 
focus may develop. SFT remains one of the widely used constructive therapies in 
counselling and its potential integration with existing approaches to telephone 
counselling offers the possibility of combining the most effective features of each. Our 
paper has been intended as a contribution to this process.   
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Appendix 
 
About the researcher 
 
The researcher at the time of writing this paper is a counsellor supervisor at the Salvation 
Army helpline known as Salvo Care Line, located in Brisbane, Australia. She has an 
undergraduate degree in psychology and currently pursuing her postgraduate in 
counselling at the Queensland University of Technology. Her current counselling and 
supervisor role involves listening to counsellor verbal feedback, conducting debriefing, 
coordinate peer group supervision, workshop and assisting training. It is with this 
experience that she has observed how constructive therapies such as solution focused 
therapy can be useful in telephone counselling.  
 
The agency that forms the background of this study is Salvo Care Line. Salvo Care Line 
provides crisis and referral helpline that covers the state of Queensland, Australia. The 
team comprises of volunteer counsellors and supervisors. The volunteers have each 
completed the Salvo Care Line counselling skills training program and approximately 
half of the volunteers are studying psychology, social work or counselling discipline at 
undergraduate and postgraduate level. The agency has taken 23,534 calls in the year of 
2003 and the range of calls include those related to addiction, relationship difficulties, 
domestic violence, mental illness and suicide calls.  
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